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In recent weeks, the pattern of violence in Colombia has taken a new turn following the appearance
of two vigilante groups who have declared themselves the enemies of escaped Medellin drug cartel
leader Pablo Escobar. Rebel violence and common crime have been constant issues in Colombia,
especially Medellin, for the past three decades. But drug-related violence in particular became
predominant in 1989-1990, with the launching of a terrorist war against the government by drug
lords opposed to the extradition of narco criminals. That original cycle of narco violence largely
ended when President Cesar Gaviria promised to not extradite drug traffickers to the US, and
then offered to significantly reduce prison sentences for drug traffickers who surrender to the
government. However, following Pablo Escobar's escape from prison in July of last year, a new wave
of violence has gripped the country, reminiscent of the 1989-1990 period. In fact, the drug-related
violence is compounded by the break down of negotiations between the government and guerrilla
organizations, which led to an upsurge in rebel activity. As a result, in November of last year the
government declared all out "war" on drug trafficking and the insurgent movement. Last year's
body count clearly reflects the new upsurge in violence. In 1992, government officials reported a
total of 6,662 murders in the city of Medellin alone. In addition, the city morgue received the bodies
of 1,292 unidentified persons, and 967 people were reported missing. This year, the violence has
continued unabated. Now, the appearance of new vigilante groups which vow to bring Escobar
to justice raises fear that the violence in 1993 may well exceed 1992's grisly totals. One of the new
groups which calls itself Victims of Pablo Escobar (Perseguidos por Pablo Escobar, PEPES) vows to
avenge every act of violence by Escobar and the Medellin cartel. The group claimed responsibility
for three bomb attacks in and around Medellin, aimed at buildings inhabited by Escobar's wife and
other relatives (see NotiSur, 02/02/93). As of Feb. 18, PEPES had bombed or set fire to six properties
belonging to Escobar or family members, in addition to destroying a storehouse which held
Escobar's collection of antique cars valued at more than US$4.3 million. There were no casualties in
those attacks, although authorities do attribute responsibility for the murder of about 40 of Escobar's
associates to the PEPES group. Complicating the situation, on Feb. 16, the weekly news publication
Semana reported the emergence of another group which aims to "eliminate" Escobar. This second
group which calls itself "Free Colombia," (Colombia Libre) has joined with Medellin and Bogota
businesspersons to offer US$5 million for information leading to Escobar's capture. (The US$5
million offered is in addition to a US$7 million government bounty already on Escobar's head.) Free
Colombia is made up of about 150 former Escobar associates and former members of government
security forces. Although the group has disavowed the violent methods of PEPES, Semana said it
had in any case approached PEPES with a proposal to coordinate activities for the mutual objective
of "eliminating" Escobar. Government authorities have despaired at the emergence of these two
new organizations, despite the fact that the police and both of the new groups are after the same
man. Medellin mayor Alfredo Ramos Botero said that the emergence of PEPES and Free Colombia
will "only add to the violence currently engulfs the country." On Feb. 17, the Inter-American Human
Rights Commission (CIDH) strongly condemned the recent wave of terrorist activity. The CIDH said
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the violence not only creates an atmosphere of terror, but also directly threatens the right to life,
security and personal integrity of the country's inhabitants. The CIDH called on the government
to ensure that the criminals do not remain impune. In one positive development, however, Carlos
Alzate Urquijo considered to be the mastermind of Escobar's terrorist activities surrendered to
police Feb. 18. Police officials have charged Alzate with organizing the assassination of more than
70 police officers since last October. Authorities also blame him for nine car bomb explosions in
Bogota, Medellin and Barrancabermeja, which killed a total of 43 people and injured more than 250.
Alzate said he wanted to take advantage of presidential decrees which offer reduced sentences for
drug traffickers and rebels who collaborate with justice officials. Alzate was transferred to the Itagui
maximum security penitentiary outside Medellin, where other members of the Medellin cartel are
also held. Meanwhile, in a related development, the government announced on Feb. 20 that it will
insure the lives of its 30 million residents against terrorist attacks. The insurance coverage set at
US$10,000 per person will also cover total and permanent disability. (Sources: Inter Press Service,
02/02/93, 02/05/93, 02/06/93; Notimex, 02/09/93, 02/10/93; Reuter, 02/10/93; Associated Press, 02/11/93,
02/15-18/93; Agence France-Presse, 02/08/93, 02/10/93, 02/12/93, 02/14/93, 02/16/93, 02/18-20/93;
Spanish news service EFE, 02/10/93, 02/11/93, 021/15-17/93, 02/20/93)

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

